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“THE	GRACE	OF	GREAT	THINGS”	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Palmer	(2007,	110‐111)	uses	the	phrase	“the	grace	of	great	things”	to	describe	
the	subject	around	which	a	community	of	learners	gathers.		It	is	the	things	
themselves	Parker	seeks	to	capture,	not	just	the	texts,	theories	and	disciplines	
that	surround	the	things.		Palmer	(id.)	says	that	great	things	in	all	their	
complexity	have	a	grace	when	we	rise	to	meet	them	in	all	their	manifold	
mystery,	welcoming	diversity,	ambiguity,	the	crucible	of	conflict,	honesty,	
humility	and	freedom.	What	diminishes	them	is	absolutism	and	relativism:	the	
claim	that	we	know	it	all	and	the	conviction	that	we	cannot	know	anything	with	
certainty	beyond	our	meagre	viewpoint	(id.,	112).		The	grace	of	great	things	
invites	critical	reflectivity	and	reflexivity	in	conversation.	
The	great	things	of	Christian	scripture	and	tradition	are	fruitfully	engaged	by	
enabling	ordinands	to	know	what	the	Bible	and	tradition	say	about	sex,	to	
critically	reflect	on	their	original	context,	and	to	chart	the	development	of	the	
tradition.		This	is	the	work	Ricoeur	(1991a,	96)	would	describe	as	
appropriation	that	enables	the	revelatory	power	of	the	text,	an	important	
component	of	sexual	poetic	phronesis.			
When	I	teach,	after	facilitating	the	creation	of	safe	space,	I	begin	with	the	Bible	
and	tradition.		I	give	the	class	a	list	of	all	sex‐related	passages	in	scripture	and	
break	it	into	small	groups	to	read	and	consider	the	underlying	assumptions	
about	gender	and	sex	in	a	particular	category	of	texts	(creation	and	family	
stories;	the	rules;	the	blessings;	the	horrors;	the	apostolic	writings).		I	have	
found	that	inviting	personal	attention	to	the	texts	is	more	effective	in	resourcing	
critical	reflectivity	than	lecturing.		As	the	small	groups	report	what	they	have	
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found,	I	intersperse	their	comments	with	information	about	the	ancient	near	
eastern	context.		I	draw	their	attention	to	the	texts’	concern	for	procreation,	
property	and	“purity”	(in	the	Levitical	holiness	codes)	and	query	whether	those	
are	sufficient	foundations	for	thinking	theologically	about	sex	in	our	place	and	
time.		Christian	tradition	is	engaged	by	a	Who	said	that?	game	that	traces	the	
tradition’s	development	from	an	anti‐body,	anti‐female	dualism	towards	a	more	
holistic	ethic	that	embraces	sexual	expression	as	a	good	in	marriage	beyond	
procreation	and	the	potential	sacramentality	of	sexual	expression.		In	this	way	
the	sex	negativity	of	Christian	tradition	is	uncovered	and	it	is	demonstrated	that	
tradition	is	dynamic.	
After	engaging	scripture	and	tradition,	students	are	invited	to	engage	in	reason	
and	experience	first	by	considering	the	contributions	of	social	and	biological	
sciences	to	the	human	understanding	of	sexuality	and	later	by	spending	time	
alone	working	with	their	personal	sexual	experience,	which	work	is	never	
shared.		After	all	four	sources	of	theology	have	been	explored,	and	their	value	
and	challenges	discussed,	I	ask	the	class	to	formulate	foundational	principles	for	
thinking	theologically	about	sex.			
I	teach	this	way	to	facilitate	informed	and	critical	reflectivity	and	reflexivity.		
When	I	conducted	a	pilot	focus	group	in	the	aftermath	of	a	course,	I	discovered	
that	the	ordinands	were	wrestling	all	of	the	sources	of	theology.		In	so	doing	
they	measured	themselves	against	the	traditional	no	sex	except	in	heterosexual	
marriage	rule,	making	implicit	value	judgments:	some	holding	firmly	to	the	
tradition,	others	tentatively	seeking	to	wrestle	out	what	one	group	member	
called	a	“faithfully	realistic”	ethic	because	of	personal	experience.			
One	man	came	into	the	course	not	knowing	what	to	think	about	homosexuality.		
In	a	reflective	exercise	written	before	the	course,	he	wrote	of	his	confusion:	
Where	scripture	does	give	guidance,	it	seems	fairly	directive	on	
particular	bodily	acts.		How	do	I	square	my	respect	for	2000	years	of	
tradition,	and	my	conviction	that	bodily	acts	matter	in	some	way,	with	
what	seems	a	deep	pull	in	me	towards	a	very	liberal	view	of	sexuality?...I	
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still	just	do	not	feel	able	to	come	to	definitive	opinions	about	many	
sexual	issues.		
The	focus	group	met	a	few	days	after	the	course.		Near	the	end	of	the	hour,	the	
same	man	offered	this	contribution	to	the	discussion:		
I’ve	had	quite	traditional	views	on	homosexuality	and	discovered	last	
year	that	I’ve	got	a	nephew…and	he’s	gay……thinking	about	those	
things…..the	nature	of	the	sexual	act	itself	does	not	seem	to	me,	the	God‐
honouring	part	is	the	spiritual	part,	the	intent,	the	emotion,	the	
honouring,	the	relationship	–	not	the	act	itself….I	mean	that’s	been	a	
huge	shift	for	me	…	in	some	ways	it’s	a	lot	less	comfortable	position	but	I	
think	I’ve	fallen	down	into	that	position,	yes,	that	I	think	um	yeah	I	mean	I	
think	that’s	where	I	am	now	on	the	issue	of	gay	relationships	within	the	
Church	(emphasis	added).	
“I’ve	fallen	down”,	not	“here	I	stand”.		His	language	reflected	the	weight	of	
scripture	and	tradition	that	his	personal	experience	had	opened	the	door	to	
questioning.		
A	woman	with	adult	children	also	couched	her	opinions	so	as	to	recognise	that	
she	was	taking	a	minority	view:	
I	can’t	say	I’m	going	to	get	hot	under	the	collar	if	[my	adult	children]	
have	sex	with	someone.		I	really	can’t.		That	may	sound	terrible	but	for	me	
the	most	important	thing	is	that	they	understand	and	they	value	people	
and	their	relationships	and	they	grow	in	strong	relationships	(emphasis	
added).	
When	we	talk	about	sex	in	Church,	the	traditional	view	sits	in	the	centre	carved	
in	stone.		Personal	experience	may	spur	a	person	to	treat	that	stone	as	a	
Rosetta,	feeling	its	contours	and	measuring	them	against	what	is	known	body	
and	soul.		For	others,	the	stone	has	come	down	from	Mount	Sinai	and	there	is	
not	a	lot	more	to	be	said.		No	one	ignores	the	stone.		And	so	should	it	be,	for	
sacred	learning	space	is	capacious	enough	to	hold	scripture,	tradition,	reason	
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and	experience	in	the	poesis	of	sexual	phronesis.		Such	is	“the	grace	of	great	
things”.		
The	great	thing	of	sex	and	God	is	further	engaged	by	critical	reflexivity	on	
personal	experience	and	face	to	face	conversation	with	diverse	others.	
THE	POESIS	OF	WISDOM:	LIMINAL	CONVERSATIONS	
The	tacit	nature	of	personal	sexual	knowledge,	the	attendant	difficulty	in	
accessing	it	and	the	challenge	of	interpreting	experience	were	discussed	earlier.		
In	my	reflective	practice	piece	(2009,	22‐28)	I	describe	how	a	creative	writing	
exercise	enabled	me	to	embrace	sexual	reflexivity.		The	efficacy	of	oblique,	
autobiographical	methods	and	their	potential	for	sexual‐spiritual	integration	is	
explained	by	Heron’s	pyramidal	epistemology.		Kasl	and	Yorks	(2012,	510)	
posit	presentational	knowing	as	an	imaginal	space	which		
provides	a	bridging	pathway	that	facilitates	coherence	[integration]	
between	our	lived	experience	and	our	thoughts	and	actions.		It	can	also	
signal	incoherence	–	thus	the	need	for	contemplation,	critical	subjectivity	
[reflexivity],	and	critical	reflection.	
They	observe	that	expressive	techniques	such	as	art‐making	and	creative	
writing	bring	feeling	and	emotion	into	consciousness,	promote	self‐awareness	
and	codify	experience	(id.,	512),	enabling	a	conversation	with	the	self.		This	is	
evidenced	in	the	poetry	and	art	made	by	Susan,	Maryanne	and	Ruth	and	in	my	
sexual	autoethnography	which	worked	an	unexpected	integration	in	my	
spirituality.	
Kasl	and	Yorks	are	describing	the	creative	and	integrative	potential	of	liminal	
space.		Hunt	and	Sampson	(2006,	69‐70)	link	the	process	of	creative	writing	to	
rediscovering	the	childhood	capacity	for	spontaneous	play	that	enables	us	to	
become	a	“self‐in‐process”.		“Lost	in	play”	(recall	Winnicott),	the	wild	deer	
comes	out	to	drink	and	discover,	cavort	and	create.		There	is	an	
unselfconsciousness	that	enables	this,	a	loss	of	self	that	is	also	an	embrace	of	
self,	a	deep	connection	and	a	distancing	that	enable	reflexivity	(Hunt	&	
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Sampson,	2006,	1‐4).		All	that	was	written	in	Part	One	about	liminality,	play	and	
poetry	applies	to	oblique	methods.		Lynd	(1958,	250)	declares:		“Only	a	
language	of	symbol,	of	paradox,	of	abundant	meaning	can	communicate	the	
deeper	and	more	elusive	ranges	of	human	experience.”		The	process	of	creating	
facilitates	learning	that	integrates	being	(Hoggan	et	al.,	2009,	2).		In	my	
teaching,	I	use	the	following	oblique	methods	to	invite	sexual	reflexivity:	word	
association;	“apps”	figures	that	work	as	portals	to	self‐knowledge;	the	sketching	
out	of	life‐lines	identifying	sexual	and	spiritual	events;	timed	free‐writing;	
invitations	to	write	poetry	or	prose.			
Engagement	with	personal	sexual	experience,	however,	is	not	enough.			For	
one’s	experience	is	just	that,	one’s	singular	and	limited	experience.		The	
culturing	of	virtue,	Tracy	(1996,	376‐377)	argues,	requires	face	to	face	
conversation	with	others	which	reveals	“the	state	of	the	soul”	and	enables	the	
subject‐in‐process	of	education.		Tracy	characterises	dialectical	enquiry	
(conversation)	as	“driven	by	the	power	of	eros	that	manifests	the	soul’s	
participation	in	the	divine	and	in	the	whole”	(id.,	383).		Chopp	(1995,	43‐44)	
also	notes	the	importance	in	theological	education	of	conditions	of	possibility	
for	dialogue	–	to	listen	and	to	speak,	to	hear	and	to	be	heard.		She	(id.,	108)	
acknowledges	that	such	conversation	“entails	risk,	an	engagement	that	we	will	
be	changed,	and	thus…transformation”	(see	also	Conklin,	1997,	167).		And	
Yorks	and	Kasl	(2002,	185‐187)	advocate	“learning‐within‐relationship”	that	
opens	individuals	to	the	experience	of	diverse	others,	eliciting	reflexivity.		So	it	
is	that	through	conversation	about	the	grace	of	great	things	in	bounded	sacred	
space,	individuals	are	enabled	to	further	their	own	sexual	poetic	phronesis:	
appropriating	Christian	texts,	unearthing	and	consolidating	personal	sexual	
knowing,	and	extending	their	knowledge	in	conversation	with	diverse	others.			
A	particular	teaching	event	underscored	the	power	of	vulnerable	and	respectful	
conversation	–practicing	holiness	(Foster,	2006,	110‐116)–	to	facilitate	sexual	
phronesis:	
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It	was	the	beginning	of	the	second	day.		I	hadn’t	slept	well.		The	first	day	had	
ended	with	a	strong	statement	by	a	participant	that	sex	belonged	only	in	
marriage,	God‐ordained	between	one	man	and	one	woman.		No	one	had	risen	to	
articulate	a	different	view.		A	heavy	silence	hung	over	the	class	as	we	disbanded.	
I	had	laboured	to	make	the	space	safe	and	open.		The	participants	held	diverse	
theological	viewpoints;	I	had	hoped	that	we	could	teach	each	other	as	we	explored	
this	sensitive	topic.		As	I	tossed	and	turned	that	night,	I	wondered	how,	in	my	
striving	to	make	the	space	safe	for	all,	I	had	empowered	primarily	those	who	kept	
to	the	party	line.	
At	breakfast	“Michael”	approached	me.			“I’m	really	angry	about	how	the	class	
ended	yesterday.		I’ve	been	angry	all	night.		I	felt	like	I	was	being	told	that	I	was	
not	a	Christian,”	he	said.		“Can	you	say	more?”,	I	asked.		He	then	told	me	his	story:	
the	story	of	a	young	man	active	in	church	struggling	with	his	sexuality	who,	when	
he	had	his	first	sexual	experience	with	another	man,	was	full	of	self‐loathing.		
Michael	became	strident	in	his	opposition	to	homosexuality,	until	he	couldn’t	bear	
the	dissonance	between	what	his	heart	knew	and	what	his	tradition	taught.		He	
went	to	his	pastor	and	confessed	his	struggle.		The	pastor	promptly	removed	him	
from	all	church	responsibilities.		Michael	left	and	continued	to	wrestle	issues	of	sex	
and	faith.		He	came	to	accept	his	sexuality	and	discovered	a	renewed	and	
deepened	faith	that	in	time	blossomed	into	a	vocation	for	ministry.		I	asked	him	if	
he	would	be	willing	simply	to	tell	his	story	at	the	start	of	the	day’s	class.		He	said	
“Yes.”	
I	began	the	class	(after	psalm	and	prayer)	with	a	statement	that	at	the	conclusion	
of	class	the	previous	day,	we	had	heard	a	strong	articulation	of	a	scriptural	and	
traditional	view	of	the	place	of	sex	in	human	life	and	asked	if	there	were	any	other	
viewpoints,	perhaps	drawing	on	other	sources	of	theology.			Michael	raised	his	
hand	and	told	his	story.	
The	impact	of	the	story	was	to	transform	the	space,	opening	and	warming	it.		
Some	thanked	him	for	his	courage.		People	who	held	the	heterosexual	marriage	
only	viewpoint	acknowledged	that,	while	their	opinions	were	strong,	there	was	a	
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need	for	pastoral	sensitivity	when	dealing	with	this	subject.		(Indeed,	the	two	most	
vocal	protagonists	of	that	view	approached	Michael	during	the	tea	break	to	speak	
with	him.)		The	remainder	of	the	course	was	marked	by	great	sensitivity,	which	
enabled	others	later	to	speak	openly	about	struggles	with	internet	pornography.			
Michael	later	described	the	experience	of	the	first	day	as	extremely	painful,	
triggering	all	the	hurtful,	destructive,	unloving	things	he	had	heard	as	a	young	
man.		He	knew	he	either	had	to	live	with	the	anger	and	survive	the	rest	of	the	
course	or	say	something.		He	would	have	wanted	to	say	something	judgmental	and	
angry,	engaging	with	the	issue	theologically,	but	with	my	encouragement	decided	
he	would	just	tell	his	story.		He	couldn’t	have	done	that	on	day	one	because	“it	
would	have	felt	like	I	was	playing	the	victim,	changing	the	discourse	to	a	different,	
emotional	level	which	didn’t	seem	fair”.		But	that	second	morning,	he	felt	he	could	
offer	it	in	the	structure	of	a	conversation	about	the	sources	of	theology.	
When	he	opened	his	mouth	to	speak	to	the	group,	he	thought	“Oh	my	God,	what	
am	I	about	to	do?”		He	knew	that	people	would	see	him	in	a	different	light	forever	
after.		But	once	he	began,	the	atmosphere	in	the	room	changed.		He	got	visual	
clues	of	support	around	the	room:	thumbs	up,	smiles,	tears.		He	immediately	felt	
relief	–	having	said	all	that	was	on	his	heart,	not	repressing	or	bottling	anger.			
The	man	next	to	him,	who	was	theologically	more	traditional,	put	his	arm	around	
him	when	he	finished.		
“The	best	thing”,	Michael	said,	“was	the	spirit	of	generosity,	openness	and	honesty	
–real	listening	to	each	other–	treating	each	other	as	sisters	and	brothers,	once	we	
got	over	the	hurdles	of	fear,	doubt	and	hurt….	‘Listening	each	other	into	speech’26	
summed	up	the	whole	experience	of	the	course……the	Holy	Spirit	was	definitely	
there.”	
Grosch‐Miller	2011	
																																																								
26	I	had	titled	one	of	the	sessions	“hearing	each	other	into	speech”,	a	feminist	strategy	(Morton,	
2001,	178	n.1,	209‐210).	
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Michael’s	sharing	of	his	experience	opened	up	the	space	for	genuine	dialogue,	
stimulating	reflection	and	conversation	that	impacted	ministerial	sexual	
phronesis.		Yet	my	conversation	with	Michael	put	the	fear	of	God	into	me	as	I	
heard	expressed	the	pain	invoked	by	the	way	I	had	structured	the	class.		It	
enabled	a	grace,	but	a	costly	one.		I	later	changed	the	course	slightly,	being	more	
upfront	about	the	potential	for	pain	because	of	where	the	Church	is	and	trying	
even	harder	to	normalise	the	fact	of	difference,	styling	the	course	as	an	
opportunity	to	talk	about	a	sensitive	and	controversial	topic	in	a	searching	and	
respectful	way.		I	now	include	a	session	enabling	people	to	tease	out	the	value	
and	challenge	of	all	four	sources	of	theology	before	we	identify	theological	
foundations	for	thinking	about	sex.			
ASSUMING	THE	MANTLE	
The	driving	concern	in	ministerial	training	is	that	the	ordinand	be	equipped	for	
the	role	of	Christian	leadership	which	has	unique	challenges	when	it	comes	to	
sex.		In	recent	decades	the	sexual	power	and	vulnerability	inherent	in	the	
ministerial	role	have	come	to	be	better	understood	(Rutter,	1989;	Fortune,	
1989;	Gula,	1996;	CTBI,	2002;	Lebacqz	and	Barton,	1991;	Friberg	and	Laaser,	
1998;	Litchfield,	2006).		The	Faith	Trust	Institute	has	created	training	materials	
that	address	issues	of	boundaries,	power	dynamics	and	the	complexity	of	
human	interaction	(transference	and	counter‐transference)	in	ministry	settings	
in	order	to	facilitate	sexual	formation	for	church	leadership	(Poling,	2003).		The	
materials	incorporate	integrative	methods:	expressive	and	conversational	
techniques	that	encourage	ordinands	to	imagine	themselves	into	future	
ministerial	roles.			
My	research	suggests	that	the	task	of	equipping	leadership	is	furthered	by	
emphasising	the	normalcy,	goodness	and	vulnerability	of	sexual	being	and	the	
importance	of	self‐awareness,	reflexivity	and	self‐care.		A	habit	of	reflexivity	can	
enable	ministers	to	identify	personal	vulnerability	(e.g.,	disruptions	in	
identity/agency	or	relationships)	and	situational	triggers	that	require	careful	
thought	and	action,	spurring	them	to	seek	outside	advice	and	support	when	
needed.		Reflexivity	enables	awareness	of	the	drivers	of	sexual	attraction	and	
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expression:		“I	am”	(acceptable,	desirable,	powerful,	Person‐Gift)	and	“I	can”	
(get	what	I	want;	harm	or	help	another;	love	and	be	loved)	may	drive	sexual	
expression	that	is	destructive	or	constructive,	unfaithful	or	faithful.		Likewise	
the	drive	towards	relationship,	the	second	telos	of	sex,	may	fuel	good	and	bad	
sexual	expression.		Reflexivity	enables	discernment.	
Ministerial	sexual	transgression	is	surprisingly	prevalent	and	potentially	very	
damaging	(Grosch‐Miller,	2008,	2‐4).		As	part	of	fostering	sexual	phronesis	
ordinands	should	be	informed	about	the	prevalence,	aetiology	and	impact	of	
ministerial	sexual	misconduct	and	awakened	to	the	ever	present	possibility	of	
self‐deception	in	assessing	situations,	particularly	in	the	face	of	strong	emotion	
or	need.		Codes	of	conduct	and	systems	of	accountability	can	aid	the	process	of	
poetic	phronesis	by	providing	a	reality	check	on	personal	sense‐making.	
My	treatment	of	sex	in	this	thesis	has	emphasised	the	constructive	possibilities	
in	poetic	phronesis.		I	chose	to	remove	the	Augustinian	lens	of	sexual	desire	
tending	toward	evil	in	order	to	understand	how	sex	actually	works	in	human	
development	and	faith	appropriation.		Andragogies	of	integration,	likewise,	will	
be	most	successful	when	they	lift	the	veil	of	shame	and	enable	honest	wrestling	
with	all	four	sources	of	theology	in	a	safe	and	respectful	environment.	
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CONCLUSION	
My	research	journey	through	the	borderlands	of	sex	and	faith	has	been	marked	
by	discovery	and	surprise.		I	expected	that	I	would	learn	something	about	sex	
and	faith	sense‐making	by	exploring	lived	experience,	but	did	not	expect	to	
propose	a	theory	of	the	phenomenology	of	integration.		I	expected	that	what	I	
would	learn	might	challenge	the	sex‐negativity	in	Christian	tradition,	but	did	
not	expect	to	develop	a	method	and	model	of	practical	theology	that	would	
enable	critical‐liminal	conversation	between	experience	and	the	other	sources	
of	theology	to	further	develop	the	tradition.		I	expected	that	I	would	be	writing,	
but	not	that	I	would	be	writing	poetry	or	that	the	writing	would	be	so	
personally	impactful	and	revelatory.	
The	research	began	with	a	problem:	ministerial	sexual	misconduct.		After	
theologically	reflecting	on	the	practice,	shortcomings	and	challenges	of	
theological	education	for	sexual	formation	in	my	literature	review	(2008),	I	
determined	to	focus	on	the	lived	experience	of	sex	and	faith	in	an	effort	to	
understand	how	better	to	equip	ordinands	for	faithful	sexual	living.		The	key	
that	unlocked	my	personal	sexual	knowing	and	ultimately	my	research	
discoveries	was	an	oblique	technique:	a	creative	writing	exercise.			
Before	engaging	lived	experience,	I	needed	to	understand	what	experience	is	
and	to	think	about	how	it	may	be	utilised	in	the	re‐making	of	theology.		I	did	not	
know	that	this	was	a	poetic	and	phronetic	process	until	I	collected	the	data	of	
lived	experience	and	began	to	formulate	a	theory	of	how	sense‐making	
happens.		In	the	end	I	came	to	see	that	an	individual’s	poetic	phronesis	is	a	
microcosm	of	the	macro‐story	of	how	the	tradition	may	develop	through	
critical‐liminal	conversation	with	lived	experience	validated	by	its	fruits.	
My	examination	of	lived	experience	revealed	the	veritas	that	identity,	moral	
agency	and	the	capacity	for	relationship	are	evoked	and	engendered	in	sex.		The	
true	north	compass	point	that	guided	the	development	of	the	sex	of	the	
interviewees	was	a	joint	and	dynamic	telos	of	identity	and	relationality.		Sexual	
desire	and	expression	assisted	them	to	come	to	know	themselves,	to	learn	to	
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engage	others	fruitfully,	and,	for	some,	to	glimpse	the	Divine	at	work	in	the	
flesh.		The	borderland	of	shared	sexual	expression	was	a	liminal	space	in	which	
self	was	formed,	sexual	practical	wisdom	(phronesis)	was	fomented,	and	
theology	was	compartmentalised,	challenged	or	constructed.		This	is	a	moral,	
creative	and	poetic	activity	(in	the	Greek	poesis	“a	making”),	the	capability	for	
which	is	inherent	in	how	people	make	sense	of	their	lives	by	storytelling.		The	
stories	told	by	interviewees	showed	that	the	Church	both	hindered	and	helped	
the	process	of	sexual	poetic	phronesis.		A	culture	of	shame,	secrecy	and	“don’t	
ask,	don’t	tell”	inhibited	full	wrestling	in	liminal	space	while	also	making	room	
for	some	people	to	bump	along	as	best	they	could.		The	stories	also	reveal	that	
while	some	ordinands	cling	to	traditional	Church	teaching	that	limits	sexual	
expression	to	heterosexual	marriage,	others	are	crafting	a	new	“faithfully	
realistic”	ethic.		The	sexual	ethics	of	all	of	the	interviewees	were	forged	in	the	
liminal	activity	of	grappling	with	personal	experience,	scripture,	tradition	and	
reason.			
In	summary,	my	thesis	proposes	a	phenomenology	of	sexual	formation:	sexual‐
spiritual	integration	occurs	as	individuals	create	a	personal	Christian	sexual	
ethic	in	the	wrestling	of	experience,	Christian	scripture	and	tradition,	and	other	
sources	of	knowledge.		Given	this	phenomenology,	the	educator’s	task	is	to	
create	and	resource	the	liminal	space	in	which	poetic	phronesis	may	be	
fostered.		Transformative	learning	theory,	with	its	attendance	to	critical	
reflectivity	and	reflexivity,	provides	theoretical	underpinning.		I	conclude	that	
an	andragogy	of	sexual‐spiritual	integration	will	enable	ordinands	to	engage	the	
grace	of	the	great	thing	of	sex	and	God	by	attending	to	ethos,	bounding	sacred	
liminal	space,	inviting	critical	reflectivity	and	reflexivity,	and	encouraging	
vulnerable,	respectful	conversation.		Oblique,	autobiographical	methods	assist	
sexual‐spiritual	integration,	bridging	being,	knowing	and	doing.			
The	thesis	became	an	exercise	in	poetic	practical	theology	as	I	sought	to	reflect	
its	content	through	its	form	–	creating	liminal	space	and	evoking	personal	
reflection	by	the	use	of	poetry	and	story.		Poetic	practical	theology	creates	
liminal	space	in	which	the	fullness	of	human	experience	may	be	explored	and	
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meaning	made	from	the	complex,	messy,	tragic	and	beautiful	in	a	life	–	enabling	
veritas	to	give	birth	to	virtue.		The	dignity	of	the	person	and	the	moral	creativity	
inherent	in	how	a	person	appropriates	a	tradition	is	recognised	in	practical	
theology	that	is	poetic.		The	poesis	engaged	in	by	individuals	may	resource	a	
poesis	re‐making	theology	through	critical	and	liminal	engagement	with	
validated	lived	experience.	
The	contributions	of	this	research,	then,	are	to	knowledge	about	the	role	of	sex	
in	human	life,	the	process	of	sexual–spiritual	integration,	how	integration	may	
be	fostered	in	education,	and	how	a	poetic	practical	theology	may	enable	
experience	to	be	brought	into	conversation	with	the	other	sources	of	theology	
to	enrich	the	tradition.				
Eliot	(2001,	20)	concludes	East	Coker	with	these	words:	“In	my	end	is	my	
beginning.”		It	is	my	hope	that	this	research	may	now	fuel	further	thought,	
bringing	the	lived	experience	of	sex	into	critical‐liminal	conversation	with	
Christian	doctrine,	lifting	shame	and	secrecy	and	writing	a	new	story	for	the	
human	sexual	person	in	God	through	poetic	practical	theology.	
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BENEDICTION	
Life	is	messy.		Rilke,	the	great	poet	of	becoming,	wrote:	…we	want	to	ripen,	and	
for	that	we	open	ourselves	to	darkness	and	travail	(Macy	and	Barrows,	2009,	
106).	
The	Gospels	strike	me	as	tragic,	and	death	and	resurrection	the	template	for	
real	life,	the	way	that	love	is	truly	learnt.		The	cross	is	tensional:	Christian	life	
lived	out	in	the	centre	of	it,	with	eyes	wide	open,	bearing	the	pain	of	stretching	
to	hold	the	whole	world,	pleading	with	heaven	and	rooted	in	the	earth.				
My	faith	needs	to	make	intellectual	sense	apart	from	apologetics,	hence	the	love	
affair	with	Edward	Farley’s	mind.		This	may	be	because	I	am	allergic	to	
patriarchal	authority	and	because	I	love	the	new	as	much	as	I	love	the	old;	my	
eye	is	always	out	for	the	glancing	backside	of	the	Divine	that	may	be	glimpsed	in	
unexpected	places.		The	nonconformist	church	with	its	emphasis	on	communal	
discernment	and	relative	freedom	to	create	is	my	chosen	home.			
But	when	push	comes	to	shove,	when	pain	or	fear	drive	me	past	my	limits,	or	
when	joy	overflows,	a	thinking	faith	is	insufficient.		Then	I	go	to	the	place	where	
prayer	has	been	valid,27	to	be	a	woman	who	kneels,28	to	shout	with	Job	and	to	
drink	from	the	blessing	cup.		The	stories,	songs	and	prayers	of	God’s	people	
speak	powerfully	of	human	struggling	and	striving,	of	loving,	longing	and	loss.		
Metaphor	and	visions	end	up	meaning	more	than	any	rational	explanation	ever	
could.		I	need	liminal	space	to	make	sense,	to	bear	up,	to	create	and	be	created.			
Thank	God	for	the	borderlands.	
	 	
																																																								
27		Eliot,	T.S.,	Little	Gidding	(2001,	36).	
28	As	Hillesum	described	herself	(deCosta,	1998,	225).	
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